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A Thought on Parashas Toldos 

By Jeremy Richards 

In Memory of my Dear Parents, a”h 
L’ilui Nishmos Yitzchok Ben Nachman Halevi a”h and Yenta Bas Yisroel a”h 

נשמת יענטע בת ישראל ע"הלעלוי נשמת יצחק בן נחמן הלוי ע"ה ולעלוי   
 

 

 

 

The Torah is not there to give us the false impression, and thereby a false sense of security, 
that life is straightforward and uncomplicated.  This would be an immense disservice to all of 
us, and most unhelpful.  Life as a human being on this planet is complex, and increasingly so 
as 'progress' marches on in the modern age.  The Torah was given for all time as the ultimate 
manual for living, and it therefore needed to contain a representative and proportionate variety 
and balance of life situations from which we could draw wisdom, guidance and strength to help 
us navigate our own life journeys.  Hence, we find the baffling stories in this parashah which 
are examples of truly complex and challenging aspects our ancestors’ lives. 
 
We have already discussed the characterisation of Sefer Bereishis as 'Sefer HaYashar,' the 
description of the Avos as Yesharim, and the function of Bereishis as a training in 'Derech 
Eretz,' the prerequisite for taking on the Torah and Mitzvos in Shemos and the following seforim 
(see our discussion on Chayei Soroh).  It is often stated, emphatically, that the Torah is not a 
history book.  Rather, it tells us what we need to know in order to perfect ourselves and grow 
close to הקב״ה.  This is the Torah's purpose in describing the lives of our Fathers and 
Mothers.  The Avos were role models for their descendants, and we name this concept,  ׳מעשי
 '.The Actions of the Fathers are signs [lessons] for the Children' - אבות סימן לבנים׳
 
We have also noted that, in order to correctly interpret the ׳מעשי אבות׳ - ‘The Actions of the 
Fathers,' it is necessary to see them through the prism of חז״ל (the Sages) and the mesoroh 
(transmission) of the Oral Tradition, תורה שבעל פה.  This principle becomes of particularly 
fundamental importance when we are faced with episodes that are as mystifying as those in 
this week's parashah. 
 
Two stories in Parashas Toldos, and the implications of their interfacing, leave us totally 
perplexed.  The first is the בכורה (birthright) / lentil pottage exchange - representing the sale to 
Yaakov Ovinu of Eisov's right to be the third father the Jewish Nation.  The second, the ‘trick’ 
of Rivkoh and Yaakov which led to Yitzchok giving the blessing of the Firstborn to Yaakov 
instead of Eisov. 
 
At face value, these narratives are at best surprising, and potentially disturbing at 
worst.  However, our principle outlined above must lead us to scrutinise these difficult 
passages with the assistance of Rabbinic minds and tradition.  Furthermore, we must not fall 
into the enticing trap of misinterpreting these stories and forming mistaken ideas in our heads.  
Such an error can then lead us to become critical, ח"ו, of the Torah as a result of our wrong 
interpretations, founded as they are upon ill-formed conclusions.  This is articulated perfectly 
by Rav Dessler: 
 
“There are great difficulties, to be sure, in these narratives.  We must abandon the superficial 
ideas we formed in our childhood and try to examine their profundity with the aid of the words 
of our holy Sages.  We shall then see that even their simple meaning contains sublime truths.”  
(Strive for Truth, Part Five p.130) 
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We shall not, in this discussion, be able to answer all of the difficulties raised by the episodes 
in our parashah mentioned above, but it is important to be aware that they have been identified 
and addressed head-on.  Rav Dessler lists some of these difficulties as follows: 
 
“First we have to understand how a blessing can possibly be won by a trick.  Surely the blessing 
depends on the intention of the one who is giving it?  And even if we succeed in overcoming 
this difficulty, we must still ask why it was decided in heaven that Yaakov should obtain the 
blessing by deceit rather than in a straightforward manner.  And how could Yitzchak prefer 
Esav to Yaakov?  Are we to understand that he knew nothing whatsoever of Esav’s character?”  
(Strive for Truth, Part Five pp.130-131) 
 
In a brilliant and profound analysis, Rav Dessler invokes the Zohar, resolves a conflict between 
two midrashim, and explains the relationship between the concept of ‘blessing’ and ‘free will.’  
He concludes that Yitzchok wanted to bless Eisov because he mistakenly believed that Eisov 
was “engaged in a continual battle with the lower, external aspects of his character.”  The truth 
was, however, that Eisov had virtually extinguished the spark of goodness in his heart.  
Regarding Yaakov, Yitzchok held the view that, as a complete tzaddik, Yaakov did not need 
the assistance of external aids such as blessings: a true tzaddik such as Yaakov would always 
triumph spiritually by the force of his own, unaided בחירה - free will.  Eisov, conversely, 
according to Yitzchok’s perception, needed brochos to help him on his path to complete תשובה 
- repentance. 
 
These ideas are as difficult to understand as those they seek to resolve, ‘though in this 
discussion we have only scratched the surface of thoughts both deep and wide-ranging.  
Perhaps the most crucial revelation, however, is that, according to the Zohar, Hashem hid the 
truth from Yitzchok so that Yaakov would be blessed “not according to Yitzchak’s ideas, but 
according to Hashem’s ideas.”  (Ibid. p.131)  Though the events may be mystifying to our 
limited minds, it is reassuring that, in the final analysis, Hashem is directing them at every turn. 
 
 
 
 
 
Wishing everyone a Good Shabbos, 
 
Jeremy 


